Communicating with the child who has autistic spectrum disorder: a practical introduction
The number of children and young people on the autistic spectrum is growing. The incidence of autism spectrum disorders is estimated at between 30 and 60 cases per 10,000 people, 'a huge increase over the original estimate 40 years ago of four per 10,000' (Rutter 2005) . According to Rutter (2005) , the increase is largely a consequence of improved recognition and a considerable broadening of the diagnostic concept. Many of these children and young people regularly attend hospital. For them and their families these times can be made more distressing if there is a lack of knowledge and understanding of how best to communicate with the child or young person.
I work within a special needs school with children aged between five and 17 years which I joined before undertaking nurse training. I am also a member of the play-scheme staff and a respite carer for Lothian Autistic Society.
At different stages of my nursing course I had the opportunity to develop educational materials on the subject of autism and test them on fellow students. This article draws on the contents of a poster, a booklet and a presentation. 
Communicating effectively Gestures, facial expressions and body language
Observation is the golden key that opens the door to the autistic child's world. This is one of the most important skills anyone who works with these children can have. It is not something that can be learned quickly: it can take a long time to be able anticipate and interpret the meaning of the slightest unusual gesture or sign.
A person's approach is extremely important. It is no good going up to the child and demanding that they do this or that immediately because in most instances you will get a negative response. The child will either ignore you or not take in what you have said. You are seen as another object or physical barrier and sometimes, if the child thinks that you are invading his or her space in any way, he or she will soon let you know by simply removing you.
Use of language
It is important to speak clearly and slowly, keeping the language simple and literal. xzx ability to interpret non-verbal communication.
we say. Talking at children at times like these usually makes things worse.
Do not insist on eye contact. Some autistic children can take in all the visual information they need with little sideways glances. Others find maintaining eye contact very distressing and the distress they feel gets in the way of understanding.
Sign language
Sign-along is a simplified signing language used for people with special needs (www.signalong.org.uk). You do not sign every word, just the key words in each sentence: It is time for lunch.
Picture exchange system (PECS) (Bondy and Frost 2001) Children use little cards with symbols on them to get things they want, like a crisp symbol card in exchange for crisps or a bubbles symbol card for bubbles. One of the most important reasons for using the PECS system is that it helps to develop children's communication 
